crucial though that is to northern Scottish and Highland history. Instead, it will focus on who the group he was referring to were and explore the implications of this as regards the history and historiography of a several-hundred mile length of littoral. Loch wished clearly to suggest that the population of east Sutherland should invest in larger boats, in imitation of those fishermen, many of greater financial means, living thirty miles or so across the water to the south-east. It was an impractical policy and one that was beginning to transform the lives, often traumatically, of many Highlanders. However, there might be considered to be one important truth within his statement, its indication of a polarisation -a gulf that was ethnic, cultural, psychological as well as physical -between the population around the southern edge of the firth -the 'South-frith men' -and the people then resident or displaced along what was still, for him, its disappointingly 'unimproved' other landward section, the northerly stretch of coastline. To many, Loch's identification of a political, economic and social imbalance between these two landed edges of northern mainland Scotland will be seen as a convincing illustration of disequilibrium as a defining feature of that shared history. When the region's past is posited as a 'Lowland Moray' defined against a 'Highland north', disparity can seem to be the overriding feature. Certainly, one could point to many 'sites geography, archaeology, architecture and linguistics would be useful in providing channels of enquiry. It will begin with a survey of the relatively modest historiography of the firth. This part of the article will argue, following Franklin R. Ankersmit, that it is due to a process of historical 'forgetting' and disassociation that, although tourist authorities, environmental agencies, business people, journalists, cartographers and geologists use the term 'Moray Firth' relatively frequently, with some notable exceptions, historians have, until recently, balked at it, leaving the past of the settlements of the northerly coastal fringe, in particular, poorly represented often in Highland histories and largely ignored in histories of the Lowlands. 10 The second part of the article will reverse the coin, comprising an interpretation of the history of the Moray Firth that will reject a focus on encroachment from the south and south-east as the sole defining factor. Instead, it will explore human agency within the littoral but starting from reference points drawing on the history of seven settlements from around the Beauly-Wick edge: Pictish Portmahomack, Norse Dingwall, the medieval burgh and pilgrimage site of Tain, early modern Dornoch, nineteenth-century Wick, and, eventually, returning to Easter Ross to comment briefly on the industrial and post-industrial histories of Invergordon and Nigg. Inevitably, there will be gaps, both chronologically and thematically. Latheron, Lybster, Dunbeath, Brora, Golspie, Alness, Evanton, Cromarty (wellserved by David Alston's 2006 book), Rosemarkie, Avoch and Beauly will receive scant coverage here, to name just a few of the larger coastal settlements, while a focus on concentrations of population may seem to minimise the rural and clanship-oriented quality to life around parts of the northern firth fringe as well as the story of the inland straths often just a few miles away. 11 We should remember too the guiding words of Fernand Braudel who insisted that 'an historical study centred on a stretch of water has all the charms but undoubtedly all the dangers of a new departure'. 12 However, there is still scope in an article-length exploration to assess how peoples in the location that has been outlined were 'in some way made different by virtue of their maritime surroundings', and forged connections with each other, in part, due to living on adjacent coastlines, albeit recognising that they looked also inland, these being complementary approaches for understanding societies, like Scotland's, where these two types of influences 'keep coming back at each other just as do waves.' 13 The prevalence of brochs, Pictish remains, castles, royal burghs and industrial 'growth points' along the Inverness-shire, Ross-shire, Sutherland and Caithness section of the littoral is powerful in indicating distinctive ties to both sea and land during the past several millennia. These interacted with and influenced, rather than simply mirrored or opposed, the society and culture of the Laich. Consequently, this reappraisal of the posited 'north firth' area will, it must be hoped, indicate new possibilities in terms of historical writing on the Moray Firth more broadly.
Historiography
Although it will be shown to be entirely feasible, in the twenty-first century, to separate a body of history-writing on the 'Moray Firth' from that on 'Moray', it is essential to recognise that the latter has, at many points, encompassed a region extending further westwards and northwards than today and has had an association, since the later medieval period, with political power, and largely, but not exclusively, a 'Lowland' identity. You [Pennant] have by no means neglected observations on this species of monuments; but I beg leave to rectify your mistake, in confining them to the south of the firth of Moray; for you may be assured, they are far more numerous to the north. 44 It is only in the last five years that Mowat and Hustwick's works have had their successors. The first to come to print was an article of my own, which argued that, during the seventeenth century, environmental, commercial, cultural, intellectual and religious factors had interacted to make the firth 'a designation that has great potential for historians'. 45 More ambitiously, James Miller, an independent writer, originally from Caithness, published a popular and wide-ranging history of the firth in 2012. Miller makes many striking points in the book, most especially his reflection towards the end that a 'history of dynasties, warlords and tribes has given way to a more all-encompassing collective history'. 46 He even addresses the possibility that 'a regional consciousness has tentatively been appearing, an increasing awareness of common interests that span the firth', and that modern-day residents may be 'returning to a commonality in life around the firth, something that was perhaps known to the Picts and something that has probably existed for a long time among seafarers'. Partnership. 48 In terms of more strictly historiographical surroundings, the renewed focus on the Beauly-Wick fringe could be sharpened further by viewing it in the context of wider debates and reassessments over the last two decades as regards Scotland's Highland and Lowland pasts. With respect to the twentieth century, John Burnett's recent book explores the ambiguities, connections and contrasts between 'Gaelic' and 'Highland' history. 49 For the nineteenth century and in relation to the creation of the seven Crofting Counties, we have Ewen Cameron's work, which has pointed out that 'the existence of "Lowland" conditions on the East coast, north of Inverness, complicates the matter' when it comes to accounting for the period. 50 However, it is as regards the early modern, and the publishing, since the 1990s, of key works such as those by Macinnes and Dodgshon, that the most extensive interrogation of the historical trajectories previously traced by historians of the Highlands and Lowlands, respectively, has taken place. 51 Much of this work has downplayed the idea of the former as a 'realm apart'. Indeed, the most recent writing on the theme, 
Case studies
One way in which the potential of such a re-oriented historiography of the firth could be fulfilled would be to explore the ferry crossings which operated over the centuries, and especially within the inner firth and firthlands. Some initial comments can be made relating to the early modern and modern periods. In the 1790s, the Minister of Cromarty concluded that the 'safety of this ferry
[Cromarty to Invergordon] may be judged of' since 'no accident has been known to have happened upon it', a point made also about the Ardersier to Chanonry route by his counterpart in Rosemarkie and by claims, in the 1830s, that, despite the absence of a steamship, there remained 'no ferry in Scotland better attended to' than the Inverness to North Kessock service. 57 These crossings of the firthlands may have served local passengers well enough on the whole, it seems. However, external commentators usually conveyed an impression that the ferries were dangerous, at worst, and uncomfortable at best. In the 1650s, English visitor, Richard Franck, described the Inverness to North Kessock route as 'exceeding hazardous' and 'rugged', believing he would be capsized not just due to the 'luxuriant tides, and aggravating winds, that violently contract the surff of the sea', but because of the 'porposses' [porpoises or dolphins] that he thought were in danger of leaping into the boat. 58 In the early nineteenth century, James Loch remarked that the vessels were 'without every accommodation which could make them either comfortable or convenient, the passenger being left exposed to all the inclemency of a variable and boisterous climate', so that 'the risk of crossing these narrow friths, hemmed in between mountains, was considerable'. 59 The Minister of Kincardine near Ardgay was justified in being perturbed about the Meikle Ferry crossing across the Dornoch Firth which 'is considered one of the most dangerous and inconvenient in the north; and many lives have been lost in crossing it'. 60 Tragically, the ferry capsized there during a 1809 crossing causing up to 100 people to be drowned. Shortly after, Bristol-born poet and traveller, Robert Southey, met a son of one of those who died who 'could never bear to set foot in a ferry boat after that catastrophe, and was thus cut off from communication with the south till this bridge [Bonar Bridge, 1812] was built'. 61 Possible loss of life aside, travellers complained, even on calm days, of delays, discomfort and cold. In the 1760s, Bishop Robert Forbes was 'long detained' at Ardersier since 'the Boat could not take over the Pasengers that appeared, the Horses and the Chaise all at once'. 62 James Loch's horse and carriage were only 'slowly and unskillfully put into the wretched boats' 63 and Southey claimed that passengers on the Invergordon to Cromarty service had been 'sometimes obliged to mount their horses nearly a quarter of a mile from the shore, and ride mid-leg deep in the water'. 64 Despite calling the Kessock ferry the 'best in Scotland', Bishop
Forbes noted that 'they have no good means of getting carriages on board, and there was considerable difficulty with one of the horses'. 65 Ferries in the firthlands could also be expensive.
Moray minister, the Reverend James Allan, remarked in 1690 that 'tho I kindled no smoak, they forced me to pay a shilling sterling' on the Ardersier to Chanonry crossing. For Isaac Forsyth, a century later, the 'very considerable revenue exacted' by the various ferry proprietors may have been 'requisite for the support and navigation of the boats', but still 'few are satisfied with the provision made either for their accommodation or their safety in the passage of the ferries'. 66 A broader study of Moray Firth ferries would allow us to assess the degree to which communications operated to link the inner part of the region, especially in its northern section.
Seven case studies will now be presented, however, as exemplars of the potential fruitfulness of a coastal history of the Moray Firth across an even wider chronology, in the way posited at the outset of the article. Beginning with the Pictish period, the eighth to tenth centuries provide us with perhaps the most illuminating example of northern Moray Firth collective agency and assertiveness. It is one regarding which historians have become indebted to archaeologist colleagues working at Pictish Portmahomack on the Tarbat peninsula. 67 As Martin Carver has stated:
At present we are probably entitled to believe that Portmahomack was Columba's port, founded during his expedition in the sixth century on the nearest thing that the saint could find to an island at the opposite end of the regards the fishing technology in use in the shallower bays of the region. 82 Certainly, the local salmon trade was a significant one by then, and is a theme that calls for further archival research. 83 In early modern times, we have further signs of collective agency from further north along the Beauly-Wick edge, and additional evidence, as a result, not only of its connections with the western Highlands, but of a two-way transmarine interaction involving it and the southern Moray
Firth fringe. This is due to the temporary growth of another combined intellectual and commercial centre at the longstanding cathedral town of Dornoch. Dornoch's early seventeenth century development, including its rise to Royal Burgh status, was to some extent the product of externallydriven forces, and significant alternatives from the north remained. Moreover, its location prevented it from developing as a port, while the influences from east and south may have been as 85 Gordon also asserted the growing potential of the silver, slate, limestone and iron industries there, while cattle hides, wool, tallow, butter, cheese, plaids and pearls were amongst other items he could have listed as being sent occasionally by sea from local beaches, in the absence of a suitable port. From 1620, this caused some tension as Dornoch began to take greater prominence for the earls, and to emerge also as a competitor to Tain, just a few miles away on the other side of the Dornoch Firth. 86 Indeed, Dornoch developed to the extent that, in 1626, the then Bishop of Caithness provided the fourteenth earl of Sutherland with a charter giving him the right to construct 'wynd-mylnes' there, while, within two years of that it had become a royal burgh. 87 The merchants of Moray took consideration of the town too:
Elgin Burgh Council expressed concern, in 1696, at 'the abuses our merchants and traidsmen meet in the mercats of Tain, Dornoch and Dingwall'. Foden's description of it as a 'place of little account' before the eighteenth century seems overly dismissive. 89 Within the firth context, seaborne merchants from the town were active in the seventeenth century bere and oatmeal markets to the extent that they could, for example, be an annoyance to Elgin town council, in their numerous references, from 1639 and 1643, to William Isone, Alexander Doull, George Abernethie, and Jon Cormack. All four were said to be from 'Weik of Cathnes'. They were recorded as having come to shore at Covesea, east of Burghead, individually, to sell their wares, and presumably undercut the Moray merchants. 90 By 1793 though, John Rennie could report there to be 'no place between the Cromarty and Pentland Firths, indeed to Scrabster Roads (a range of 120 miles) whence a vessel in distress can take shelter', describing it as 'a matter of great national consequence that a Harbour should be made somewhere between these places' so that, 'if proper encouragement is given to Settlers, a large & populous village will soon be established' around Wick harbour. 91 Consequently, by 1840, a different kind of settlement had developed next to the Caithness burgh, at Pulteneytown, its growth dependent on the capricious herring. As Dunlop tells us: 'the development of Pulteneytown was like a snowball which rolled of itself downhill, increasing in size and speed, with the Directors who had launched it on its career requiring only to run behind'. 92 According to Hunter: 'there were, by the 1840s, well over a thousand herring boats operating out of a purpose-built harbour round which there had developed -as well as scores of curing businesses -street after street of homes, shops, lodging houses and pubs'. 93 Foden's work reminds us that, although Wick 'bubbled with activity' at the time, its emerging rope, pavement and gas works, distillery, meal mill, saw mills, shipyard, Regarding this, the maritime advantages of the outer section of the Cromarty Firth had long been known. Invergordon had, from being a small settlement at the coastal point of the Inverbreakie estate, begun to grow from the late eighteenth century, and, by the twentieth century, hosted a major naval base and distillery. Nearby Nigg, meanwhile, had developed from its Pictish origins, remaining a largely Gaelic-speaking community (like much of the rest of Easter Ross until the twentieth century) centred around its parish church and religious identity, as seen, for example, in the revival led by 'The Men' (Na Daoine) after 1739. Despite this, and the major contribution that both settlements made to coastal and sea defences during both world wars, it may still not have been apparent to the compilers of the HIDB's first report, from 1967, the extent to which both were about to be transformed even further. The report stated that: 'We will do our utmost to generate major growth points, involving substantial increases of population, wherever the natural advantages of the area seem to warrant it; the Moray Firth is unquestionably the most important of these areas'. 103 Evidently, it was this part of the Cromarty Firth as well as the immediate 'Southfrith' (in the form of Ardersier) that some of the founders envisaged as benefitting, an approach which attracted resentment in some quarters. 104 As Ewen Cameron has shown, the HIDB's strategy towards the firth 'was held to have a detrimental effect on more remote areas'. 105 Nevertheless, James Hunter has argued that there is 'a case to be made in defence of the HIDB's pro-industry stance' in the area and that, despite the quick and troubling demise of the Invergordon aluminium smelter (1971-81), 'the economies of Easter Ross and Lochaber, by the later 1990s, were a lot larger, and a good deal more varied in their composition, than they had been ten, twenty or thirty years before'. 106 Not only that, but the direction and influence of local people was once again becoming apparent, according to this account. Although some of the profit was still being whittled away elsewhere, much of the economic success of the region since the HIDB's establishment has been achieved, in Hunter's words, 'as a result of indigenous effort'. 107 Turning to renewables, we have a recent, and again more locally-driven, symbol of local influence in the example of the Beatrice offshore wind farm development. The East Sutherland-based artist, Sue Jane Taylor Aberdeen? Oral history could be of significance here and elsewhere, and historiographical developments in the area might follow the example set by Jill de Fresnes. 114 There is a need for the papers of locally-significant families and estates to be exploited fully for coastal material also.
Finally, there is another factor which has perhaps balanced the southern and northern edges and which has been ignored here: Inverness has always, if perhaps at times unconsciously or even unwillingly, linked Highland and Lowland, and may have brought some unity to the firth. 115 The Gaelic and Scots elements to the firth will be important to consider in future studies:
fishing communities and maraichean ('seafolk') in, for example, Embo, Golspie and Brora, retained a distinctive form of Cataibh (East Sutherland) Gaelic until recently. 116 A wider lens will surely allow for confirmation that the linguistic situation is more nuanced than most previous writers have suggested. Greater understanding of this may raise such complex historical encounters as those between, for example, Nairn's Gaelic-speaking community on the 'Lowland' southern shore and Cromarty's Scots-speaking inhabitants in the 'Highland' north. An approach which is open to contributions from linguistics and other scholarly areas could be of benefit to historians, in any case, and allow for a truly two-way story of interconnections and disunities within and around this triangle of sea and coastal fringe. Ross interacted with coastal Nairnshire and the Laich. 117 It is perhaps fitting to finish though with a recent study which has focused on clothing, most obviously, the gansey or fisherman's jersey, of which there once was a range of versions in favour within the entire coastal area. Different knitting patterns and other clothing types appear to have characterised the various sub-regions. In terms of the northern fringe alone, in Easter Ross, women wore a specific mutch or bonnet. In Brora, Golspie and Embo, they preferred a dark blue or dark brown cloth. In Avoch, meanwhile, at one time, fishermen never went bareheaded and wore different colours to their near neighbours in Easter Ross. 118 What clearer example might we posit of the capacity of the, economically, mostimpoverished peoples of this section of coastal fringe, to express an identity with its own local and gendered characteristics? This has been one tied not solely to the geographical Highlands, on one hand, or the Laich of Moray, on the other, but has been interwoven with both, via the Moray Firth.
